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Background 

The ACT Women’s Plan 2016-26 outlines the ACT Government’s approach to achieving equal 

participation and opportunity for women and girls by identifying and addressing the barriers 

preventing them from reaching their full potential.1 The plan is being delivered through three 

distinct Action Plans with each plan three years in duration.  

With the First Action Plan 2017-19 (FAP) nearing completion, the Office for Women (OfW) and 

Ministerial Advisory Council on Women (MACW) are in the process of developing the Second 

Action Plan 2020-22 (SAP). In collaboration with key community representatives, the OfW and 

MACW have identified five focus areas for delivery under the SAP. These include:   

- Improving the mental health and wellbeing of women and girls in the ACT; 

- Fostering gender equity in Canberra workplaces, including through improved gender 

equality in leadership and workplace participation; 

- Developing appropriate and accessible services, programs and policies for women and girls, 

ensuring consideration of those from diverse backgrounds; 

- Building a community where women and girls are safe and supported to participate; and 

- Improving housing support and sustainability and reducing homelessness for women. 

Progressing into the SAP, the ACT Government will focus on a smaller number of meaningful and 

impactful actions that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound (SMART).  

To assist with the development of specific actions and initiatives under each focus area of the SAP, 

the OfW and MACW engaged Kantar Public to: 

- conduct a review into existing programs and initiatives in place for women and girls in 

Canberra under the FAP, as well best practice in place elsewhere in Australia and overseas; 

and  

- conduct five discussion groups with women in the ACT to explore their needs and concerns 

relating to each focus area, and to elicit their suggestions for initiatives and activities.  

Methodology 

Literature review 

As part of the literature review, Kantar reviewed both published and internal ACT materials 

(internal materials provided by the OfW), as well as publicly available information in other 

Australian jurisdictions and overseas. The review was conducted in line with the five SAP focus 

areas to ensure the information reviewed and presented was relevant and useful for the 

development of SMART initiatives.  

It is important to note that the programs and initiatives outlined in the review were not all supported 

by evaluation data as this information was often unavailable. Accordingly, the programs reviewed 

served primarily to highlight a range of approaches designed to improve outcomes for women. 

Furthermore, there is no suggestion that the ACT Government should, or would be in a position to, 

implement or adapt the programs and initiatives outlined. Rather, the intention is to provide a 

thematic overview of activities in this area for consideration in the development of the SAP.   

Discussion Groups 

Five group discussions with a total of 25 women were conducted in Canberra on the 3rd and 4th of 

April 2019. The discussions lasted 1.5 hours in duration, and followed a discussion guide approved 
                                                
1 https://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/women/womens-plan-2016-26 

https://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/women/womens-plan-2016-26
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by the OfW. Participants were recruited by the OfW, and were inclusive of women with disability, 

culturally diverse backgrounds, diverse ages and professional working status.  

A summary of findings from both components of this study appears below.  

 

Mental health and wellbeing 

Focus area: Improving the mental health and wellbeing of women and girls in the ACT. 

Participants in the discussion groups demonstrated an overwhelming level of support for the focus 

on mental health through the SAP. They drew attention to a need for improved access to mental 

health professionals (including psychologists, psychiatrists, counsellors, and child and family 

centres), and greater continuity of care within maternity services and the health system more 

broadly. Many also saw benefit in extending or developing preventative approaches to 

addressing mental health through school-based programs, digital resources and wellness 

spaces.  

Their suggestions in many ways mirror global trends in initiatives, programs and services designed 

to support the mental health and wellbeing of women, which tend to focus on: tailored mental 

health support and treatment, education programs to encourage body positivity and challenge 

body stereotypes, peer-support programs, and physical activity for community participation.  

Key take-out: In addition to the current services offered within the ACT, the Government could 

consider: the facilitation of a centralised hub of information specific to the ACT (including 

information dedicated for different demographics of women), peer-support and mentoring 

options for mental health and wellbeing more broadly, and the implementation of mental health 

and wellness programs within schools tailored for girls specifically.  

 

Fostering gender equity in workplaces  

Focus area: Fostering gender equity in Canberra workplaces, including through improved gender 

equality in leadership and workplace participation. 

The research participants considered this focus area essential to addressing ongoing gender 

imbalances in ACT workplaces, particularly in the areas of leadership and the gender pay-gap. 

There was a specific focus on the need for continued and easy access to mentoring programs to 

ensure women are prepared for leadership roles. Participants also drew attention to the benefits of 

family friendly workplaces and broader initiatives focussing on cultural change.  

Once again, there was alignment between the suggestions put forward by participants and existing 

initiatives targeting improved gender equality in leadership and workplace participation operating in 

Australia and globally. Common approaches include gender-neutral recruitment, mentoring 

programs, leadership quotas, flexible work arrangements, and campaigns / initiatives 

encouraging female participation in non-traditional industries.  

Key take-out: While continuing to deliver existing leadership initiatives, the ACT Government could 

consider the development of: guidelines and programs to promote gender-neutral recruitment; 

mentoring programs for all women seeking professional upskilling and networking opportunities 

(not exclusive to boards); flexibility and pay gap monitoring approaches through surveys, 

workplace data and dashboards; campaigns encouraging women and girls’ participation in male-

dominated careers; and return to work programs in industries with specific barriers.  
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Appropriate and accessible services, programs and policies  

Focus area: Developing appropriate and accessible services, programs and policies for women 

and girls, ensuring consideration of those from diverse backgrounds. 

Amongst participants in the group discussions, there was widespread endorsement of the focus on 

women with diverse backgrounds within this focus area, with a perceived lack of adequate service 

provision for certain community groups. Suggested initiatives within this space focussed to a large 

degree on fostering awareness and understanding, particularly amongst service providers, 

with associated training programs seen to be of considerable value. Many also saw a need for 

greater access to representative health care providers (and other professionals).  

Programs and initiatives identified in the literature review similarly focussed on training, mentoring 

and awareness raising, though the review also drew attention to the potential use of funding 

initiatives in this regard, as well as highlighting the importance of evaluation and monitoring 

services, and trauma informed care provision.  

Key take-out: In addition to the current initiatives in place within the ACT to improve appropriate 

and accessible services, programs and policies for women and girls, the ACT Government might 

draw learnings from: funding programs for not-for-profit agencies who support diverse groups of 

women (e.g. new arrivals, young women who identify as LGBITQ); consultation approaches that 

seek to understand women’s needs by life-stage; existing gender impact statements, tools, 

manuals and data available to examine how different groups experience and use policies, 

programs and initiatives; and available training and workshops for improved trauma-informed 

care provision.  

 

Building a community where women and girls are safe and supported to participate  

Focus area: Building a community where women and girls are safe and supported to participate. 

The participants in the discussion groups drew attention to a range of safety and support concerns 

held by women in the ACT. It was widely understood that safety needs vary for different groups, 

with particular acknowledgement of the vulnerability of women experiencing family and domestic 

violence, and those facing homelessness. Participants recognised a need for increased funding 

and provision of services to respond to immediate safety concerns. In addition to short-term 

safety solutions, there was acknowledgement of a need for broader long-term cultural change 

within the community.   

The review revealed women’s safety within Australia and overseas as being primarily referenced in 

relation to family and domestic violence. There is an extensive amount of information and 

numerous initiatives in place to address the issue, including prevention approaches involving 

cultural change and education. Technology-based channels such as apps and social media are 

frequently leveraged for communication and engagement with a widespread audience of women 

and girls.   

Key take-out: In addition to the current actions in place in the ACT, the Government might explore: 

strategies to streamline family and domestic services; a perpetrator disclosure scheme; 

technology-based support options; dashboarding initiatives for transparency; campaigns 

promoting gender equality clubs; and school-based programs for education about relationships 

and consent.  
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Improving housing support and sustainability, and reducing homelessness  

Focus area: Improving housing support and sustainability and reducing homelessness for women. 

The discussion group participants considered housing support and sustainability to be a significant 

issue in Canberra. The women pointed to a need for increased support for specific cohorts of 

women who are particularly vulnerable to homelessness including: single parents, single older 

women, women leaving abusive relationships, and young women leaving the foster care system. 

There was some awareness of a housing strategy in place in the ACT, however there was limited 

recall / knowledge of the specific initiatives under this strategy. Suggestions for initiatives under 

this focus area included financial literacy training, rental assistance and financial support 

options for women, and more women-only community shelters and transition housing options.   

These suggestions are once again in strong alignment with global initiatives in this space, which 

tend to focus on prevention approaches such as financial literacy training, in addition to more 

reactive initiatives such as re-housing programs and financial assistance initiatives.  

Kay take-out: In addition to the ACT Government’s Housing Strategy and the current initiatives 

supporting women in this regard, the Government could investigate: promoting existing financial 

literacy programs on the ACT Government’s website and in community centres; leveraging 

learnings from rapid re-housing programs and programs providing affordable housing for low-

income older women; social impact bonds as a method to fund housing projects; initiatives and 

findings outlined in the AHRC discussion paper; establishing housing advisory services; and 

innovative low-budget new housing options. 

 

Conclusion 

The research suggests that the priority focus areas identified within the SAP are well aligned with 

the concerns and priorities of women in the ACT. All were considered fundamentally important for 

supporting women, and addressing the gender inequities felt by many. While not necessarily 

feasible in terms of implementation by the ACT Government, the range of suggestions put forward 

by participants is reflective of the level of engagement with this topic amongst women in the 

Canberra community, and are well aligned with initiatives and activities being implemented within 

Australia and globally.  

 


